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Health Education, 106(6): 437-449. 9 The influence of the peer group on a young person's relationship attitudes and behaviour could take numerous forms. Among young vulnerable men especially, peer groups often applied verbal pressure by teasing those who were not sexually active yet.
Frank (aged 18, interviewed at supported accommodation unit 1) recalled that 'everyone at school used to take the piss because I hadn't lost it [his virginity] '. Young men felt under pressure not just to lose their virginity and overcome that 'milestone' (Taylor, aged 18, interviewed at the young offenders' institution), but also to secure a high numbers of sexual conquests in order to establish their status within their peer group. Similar views were expressed by a small minority of the less vulnerable young women: ' . This young man went on to describe how he ended up spending the night with a former girlfriend with whom he had previously vowed never to have sex with again.
On the whole, vulnerable young people participating in the study reported experiencing sexual relationships earlier (two to three years) and more frequently than those young people recruited from fee-paying boarding schools. Such a pattern could be explained in part by vulnerable young people's significantly different experiences during their youth. The majority had left home at an early age, had not completed their education, and felt displaced from their local community due to periods of imprisonment or being taking into the care of the local authority. In such a context, young people often described an urgent need for involvement in a romantic relationship both for the purposes of companionship, that influenced the sexual and intimate relationship attitudes and experiences of the young people concerned. These exploratory findings, while providing a useful basis for developing future work with young people, would need to be further investigated with a larger and more representative sample to determine their typicality and how far they may be generalised. In particular, less vulnerable young men, whom it proved especially challenging to engage in the study, would need to provide the focus of future research.
SRE recommendations
Findings from this study therefore reinforce the importance of ensuring that variations in young people's sexual and intimate relationship experiences and aspirations are properly taken into account in developing and implementing SRE in school and out-ofschool settings (Carter and Carter, 1993; Wight and Abraham, 2000; Hirst, 2004) .
Based on the findings reported here, it is evident that often quite different factors can influence young people's attitudes and experiences over the course of their youth. If SRE is to do more than simply impart information on pregnancy and the prevention of sexually transmitted infections, and hopes to enable young people to make 'informed choices' -a term frequently used in the broader sex and relationships education The context in which an SRE programme is offered should also influence its content. In young offenders' institutions, for instance, as suggested by a few of the young men in this study, young people may be feel more able to reflect on their past experiences and consider their future aspirations because they are temporarily removed from their environment. Thus, working with young men while they are incarcerated may provide an ideal opportunity for in depth group-and one-to-one discussions and education around issues related to sexual and intimate relationships.
Based on the findings reported here, SRE work with young people should be contextualised by focusing on age-appropriate and personally relevant attitudes and experiences. By supporting young people to reflect on the factors that have influenced their past sexual and intimate relationship experiences, by facilitating a more critical evaluation of current attitudes and experiences (as participation in this study appeared to do for Caro and Sarah), and by working together with young people to proactively develop aspirations and practice the relevant skills needed, SRE should be able to make a valuable contribution to promoting young people's sexual health and well-being in the future.
Notes
[1] Some of the UK policy and guidance documents related to SRE do suggest that programmes of work should place sex and relationships in a wider context, see for instance advice given to schools by the Department for Education and Employment (2000) to 'link sex and relationships education with issues of peer pressure and other risk-taking behaviour ' (p. 10) , that SRE should be made 'relevant' to boys as well (p. 11), and that SRE policies ought to be 'culturally appropriate' (p. 12). However, the range of ways, and the various levels at which SRE could be contextualised is not teased out in current guidance around SRE. developed in the sexual health literature (Delor and Hubert, 2000; Aggleton et al., 2004) in order to explore the degree to which such a framework can help to accurately differentiate between sexual and intimate relationships reported by young people who might be considered 'vulnerable' and those who might be consider 'less vulnerable'.
[3] Young people n England are frequently defined as 'vulnerable' if they have been in contact with local authority social services departments (Pawlby et al., 1997) and/or have had experience of homelessness, youth offending and/or teenage parenthood (Hughes, 1999) . Middle class young people, and those attaining educational qualifications, on the other hand, are generally viewed as less vulnerable to sexual health problems (Hughes, 1999) , as they are likely to delay the onset of sexual intercourse and are less likely to become teenage parents (Wellings et al., 2001 ).
